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Abstract: This inquiry seeks to establish that during the mid-19th century Sir John
Bowring emerged as a proponent who formulated distinct trade policies that
served to promote the economic development of Siam (Thailand). This thesis is
supported with three parts. The first part investigates the trade policies of the
Burney Treaty as the first step towards the initiation of a new form of foreign
trade policies between Siam and the British Empire and other western countries.
The second part explores further Sir Bowing’s thoughts and his mission in
achieving the adjusting agreements of the Bowring Treaty. And lastly, the third
part examines the primary effects of the economic contracts on the development
of trading policies and economic development in Siam. In conclusion, the
contributions of the Bowring Treaty on trade policies and the economic
development of Siam illustrate a critical moment in the Siamese economy
influenced by the prevailing ideas of foreign trade derived from the Classical
School of Economics.
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This inquiry seeks to establish that during the mid-19th century Sir John
Bowring emerged as a proponent who formulated distinct trade policies that
served to promote the economic development of Siam (Thailand). Best
described as an English intellectual and diplomat, Sir Bowring was assigned as
the Fourth Governor of Hong Kong and Chief Superintendent of British Trade
in China from 1854 to 1859. He has been recognized as a key historical figure
in the perception of the contemporary society of Thailand. Though long based
in Hong Kong with a special orientation towards China, still Sir John Bowring,
then, visited the pre-modern Thailand or Siam, negotiating on important trading
contracts with the King and his noble elites. These contracts influenced
significant changes in the Kingdom of Siam’s political economy.
This inquiry is divided into three main parts. In the first part, this inquiry
investigates the trade policies of the Burney Treaty as the first step towards the
initiation of a new form of foreign trade policies between Siam and the British
Empire and other western countries. The author presents a historical
background of the relationship between the British Empire and the Kingdom of
Siam in negotiating the Burney Treaty, Siam’s first international trading
agreement with the foreign countries that laid the essential foundation for the
development of the Bowring Treaty afterward. The ongoing processes reflected
from thoughts of key figures who were assigned for crucial diplomatic actions
in Siam depict a transitional period of Siamese economic development into its
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modernizing epic that opened for free trade and marked as an outset for
declining of state monopolies.
In the second part, this inquiry investigates deeper into Sir Bowing’s
thoughts that includes his mission in achieving the adjusting agreements of the
Bowring Treaty. The commercial and diplomatic agreement settled by Sir John
Bowring’s mission to Siam encouraged remarkable changes in pre-modern Thai
society politically and economically. As a result, Bowring’s mission in Siam
settled into one of the most famous events in Thai history. Siam agreed to the
contract, commonly known as the Bowring Treaty with the British Empire,
allowing a foreign merchant to execute a trading transaction freely in Siam’s
territory. Moreover, not only changed the economic order of international trade
in the region, but the treaty also established an increase in the extraterritorial
political power of the foreign countries that had been condemned as a tool for
deteriorating Siam’s domestic sovereign.
Lastly, this inquiry will show that what are the primary effects of these
economic contracts on the development of trading policies and economic
development in Siam. The effects of the Bowring Treaty on trade policies and
the economic development of Siam illustrate a critical juncture at which the
economy of Siam became influenced by prevailing ideas regarding foreign trade
that were derived from the Classical School of Economics along with the
expansion of Western colonialism in Southeast Asia. Essentially, the economic

3

thinking found that the important industries that used to be controlled by state
mechanisms had become relatively more liberalized. As a result, the lesser
exclusive market of the major products, including rice and the Royal Opium
Franchise, could potentially generate a tremendous amount of national revenue.
However, it needs to be cautious that the transitioning economy in Siam did not
just offer linear historical progress of path dependency. There was also evidence
of the resurrection of state monopolies driven by attempts of noble elites to
regain their authority over the nation’s resource distribution, trading and
exchanges, as well as over the forces of production that governed the prospects
for economic development.
Conclusively, this essay will mainly investigate Bowring’s roles and
ideas, focusing on his distinct trade policies and economic development in Siam
from various sources, including his collection of writings and the interpretation
of the related statements from the Burney and Bowring Treaties.

Part I: Trade Policies of the Burney Treaty
Preliminary to Sir John Bowring’s arrival to Siam to negotiate his prominent
success of the Bowring Treaty, Siam already established a relationship with the
British Empire through the contract of the Burney Treaty in 1826. However, this
treaty was rather considered an unsuccessful attempt on the side of the British
Empire. It initiated only a loose relationship on related trade issues. Henry
Burney (1792-1845), an English merchant from the British East India Company,
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had been sent as a diplomatic representative to Siam under the reign of King
Rama III (Nangklao) in 1825. Aside from his primary mission in negotiating to
expand commercial contracts stimulating economic activities in the Siamese
region and the European countries, he was also significantly responsible for
resolving the problems regarding conflicting boundaries between Siam and
British Burma.
On the one side, the Burney Treaty inadequately addressed commercial
issues. Before the treaty became concluded, the British Governor-General of
India sent another agent to remedy the tension caused by an extension of the
British East India Company’s interests to Siamese western and southern
borders. Bruce (1969, 84-86) elaborates that John Crawfurd (1783-1868), a
Scottish physician and diplomat, successfully negotiated before the royal court
about the deal centred around the matters of warfare and assistance of Siam in
helping the British Empire for the conquest of Burma in the First AngloBurmese War—in exchange with the acknowledgment of Siam’s claim over the
five northern Malay states and further limitations of its boundary expansion and
interference on trade to the southern region of Penang. Bruce further
emphasizes that, though the Burney Treaty could not continue to be in effect for
a long period, it still paved a way leading to a “goodwill” of free trade and
abolition of monopolies with a crucial agreement on import levies adjustment.
Even though, the request about establishing a British Consul in Bangkok and
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freeing British nationals from Siamese jurisdiction was not satisfied, deeming as
improper and unnecessary.
In addition to the ineffectiveness embedded in the Burney’s agreement
itself, other figures of the British envoys to Siam like Sir James Brooke (18031868) who inclined to aggressively carry out such Gunboat policy1. Sir Brooke
(Tarling, 1960 cited in Bruce, 1969, 88) expresses his frustration many times in
his letters to friends and colleagues after he was failing to renegotiate the
disadvantages of the Burney Treaty. He alleged that Siam was the one who
broke the agreements, indicating through a restoration of state monopolies and
imposition of higher taxes on the British vessels. Then, he even advised the
Foreign Minister and the British Parliament to use force against Siam
immediately for acquiring a control over the capital area in order to ensure
“peace…, with all its advantage of a growing and most importance commerce.”
He also emphasizes that a decisive decision needs to be made following the
legitimizing principles—in accordance with the Victorian manner—of Justice,
Compassion, Interests, and Dignity. Sir Brookes passionately explains that
“Siam must be taught a lesson” to an extent of which that it is necessary that
Britain must express a position of power and command. However, the British
government did not accept his calling.
In Crawfurd’s Journal of an Embassy ([1828]; 1915), he reports that one
of the purposes of sending him to Bangkok was to “renewing the trade relations
on better footing [with Siam]” and “establishing a general freedom of
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traffic…directly open to the activity of European enterprise,” which laid a
foundation for a later commercial agreement between the countries on a
peaceful basis. Crawfurd (1915, 4-5) further insists that we need to eliminate the
obstacles in the imperfect economic system that constrains the extension of
commerce, such as a feeble and unskilful local transaction. However, due to the
lack of potential agreement on commerce, the Burney treaty was replaced by its
successor, the Bowring Treaty.

Part II: Trade Policies in the Bowring Treaty
As a significant endorser in abolishing the idea of monopolistic trade, Bowing
considers the new treaty with Siam as “of the most satisfactory character” to
remove the barriers to the British trading caused by the Siamese state’s
monopolies. In Chapter 15 of his memoir entitled, The Kingdom and People of
Siam, Vol. II [1857], Bowring points out many times about three things in Siam
he detested the most, including the monopoly of foreign trade; outdated norms
and culture of crawling; and the Buddhist traditions and values that might
obstruct free trade and modernized human reasoning.
Somboon (2006, 2-3) emphasizes that the idea of free trade that came up
with the Bowring Treaty was not a mere economic pattern. Essentially, it also
manifested as a new vision, changing human’s way of life. Once Sir Bowring
faithfully announced that “Jesus Christ is free trade and free trade is Jesus
Christ.” In this sense, free trade could be dimensionally perceived as a moral
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principle or religious tenet, even, believing that it could help people deliberating
from unpleasant conditions such as slavery and poverty. Bowring (2014, 39)
asserts that free trade can be distinguished as a moral notion that is closely
associated with religious beliefs and principles. Thus, we could consider that
Siam had not only been challenged by a free trade and utilitarianism as a
pioneering economic idea, but also the powerful perspectives and worldview
penetrated conventional norms and values. Siam, thus, encountered with an
exogenous threat to its established culture and social and political institutions in
every aspect.
Bowing needs to be understood and also appreciated as one of the
prominent figures found among the disciples of Jeremy Bentham, having being
influenced by him. Bowring worked closely with Bentham in together founding
the Westminster Review, what can be noted as a publication for philosophical
radicals. Moreover, Bowing also served as an editor for all eleven volumes
(1834-43) of The Collected Works of Jeremy Bentham. John Stuart Mill (Gates,
1992, 173-174), one of the exponents of utilitarianism, openly shared his strong
opinion against Bowring, critiquing Bentham’s choice to offer Bowring an
editorship of the journal after he had rejected that position. In the
Autobiography ([1924] 1928 cited in Gates, 1992), Mills disparagingly referred
Bowring as “being a powerful agent in spreading Bentham’s fame and doctrine
[to] all quarter[s] of the world.” In addition, Bowring (2014, 22) also points out
that although we can describe Bowring as a utilitarian Christian who strongly
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criticized imperialism, it should be noted that Bowring was in effect also an
agent of empire.
Bowring’s expression of such utilitarian ideas could be found in his
children’s literature for minor morals teaching published under the title, “Minor
Morals for the Young People Vol. I-III”. With the father and son kind of a story,
he elaborates how commerce help create happiness and elevate people’s quality
of living. In Vol. II, in the Chapter of Commerce, Bowring [1834, 91-111]
teaches through the voice of the fictional character Mr. Howard, implying that
foreign trader and international affairs are necessary for the mightiest
enjoyment, making everyone more prosperous. Contrasting to those countries
that are executed closed economies or isolated themselves with self-sufficient
policies in which he considered as utterly selfish. He sees that foreign trade
could prevent hatred and war. By incorporating commercial activities, selfinterest will be translated into benevolence and empathy. As he rhetorically puts
that, “commerce made a subservient to the happiness of man…the history of a
little boy to become a great merchant.” Bowing [1834, 91-95] also sees that an
international trade contributed by cooperation of various nations is the source of
happiness and betterment of humankind, as appeared in his preaching about the
exchange of household products on the dinner table. He insists that commerce is
the great blessing of the world.
Referring to an intention to amend the flaws of the Burney Treaty,
Bowring led his mission to a more progressive agreement through the
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establishment of the Bowring Treaty, which aimed to liberalize foreign trade
rules and regulations between Siam and the British Empire. In the view of
Bruce (1969, 82), Bowring achieved what is considered a completely successful
for both British and Siamese people in terms of a mutual trade agreement as a
“road for modernisation.” The renowned Bowing Treaty, also known as the
Treaty of Friendship and Commerce Between the British Empire and the
Kingdom of Siam was officially signed in 1855, also securing that Siam would
be independent from potential threats of encroaching colonial powers that were
increasingly widespread in the region at that time. Bowring (2014, 224)
explains that the treaty helped Siam, to a certain extent, survive the direct rule
of other European colonizers, or even Japan and the US by seeking protection
under such a commercial deal with one of the most powerful imperialists like
Britain.
The new form of trade policies that focused more on a free trade activity
transmitted into Siam and neighbouring countries by the groups of British
diplomats and political emissaries during the mid-19th century, echoed well
with the decline of the mercantilist policy regime in Britain. The enactment of
the Bowring Treaty allowed free trade of foreign merchants and lifted the heavy
taxation by the Siamese Crown from foreign trade transactions within the
Kingdom. Moreover, the treaty also provided a full extraterritorial power by
establishing the British Consulate in Bangkok. This negotiation indicates a
major accomplishment in abolishing state monopolies on the economic affairs
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of the overseas countries. At the same time, it reveals a tendency of Classical
Economics that the economic system is shifted away from the influence and
oppression of the established institutions such as the royal courts and religious
organizations—in relations to a decline of Asian traditional power and
economic mode of production.
Kurz (2016, 21) explains that an idea of free trade rooted in economic
liberalism redefines economic affairs as being less dependent upon government
roles and their interferences in economic processes. The notion of feudal
subjects that might need permission from such a kingly authority to participate
in businesses has no longer been influential or even exists in the realm of an
emerging market.

Part III: Sir John Bowring, Trade and Economic Development of Siam
According to Terwiel (1991, 40-41), Bowring predicted a revolutionary effect
of the treaty, thinking that it would bring about a total change to Siamese
economy through introducing a new system for taxation. The existing system
that took large portions of national revenue and that was dominated by the
privileges and state monopolies needed to be eliminated as a way of enhancing
the effectiveness of the system. Moreover, the new treaty would provide
sufficient incentives so as to maintain people within important agricultural
industries like sugar production on plantations, peppers, and tobacco. As
previously, the producers needed to pay taxes many times during various stages
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of production, causing them too much burden and led them away from those
inefficient industries. Following the assumptions of English radical school of
free trade, Bowring’s intention to abolish a pernicious taxation would encourage
the producers to produce more.
There critical questions were raised in this regard. It might be doubtful
why the government and political elites would comply with Bowring’s ideal of
free trade. They might potentially lose their primary source of income and
political interests under a purview of new status quo. However, some scholars,
including Wyatt (1984 cited in Terwiel, 1991, 41), believed in the argument
corresponding to Bowring’s claim about the self-sacrificing chief official—that
the Siamese political figures were aware of the risk of external threats— they
were promised with the future compensatory revenues from other sources in
exchange with an immediate assurance of national security
The Royal Opium Franchise emerged as one of the most lucrative aspects
of the Bowring Treaty. Corresponding to the Treaty’s effects, it produced the
largest transactions in government trading. During that time, opium trading
could generate almost one-fifth of the Siamese government revenue. Scott
(2010) proposes that the treaty allowed British trading of opium with duty-free
privilege, however, only with the proviso that it must be sold to the Royal
Franchise. Paradoxically, an initial attempt to abolish the state monopoly on
trading, in general, became a crucial instrument to accumulate wealth and
power for the Siamese government and its narrow circle of elites. Nonetheless,
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on the bright side, it also argues that the effect of opium trading helped Siam
easily turn into the path of Western capitalism through goading the peasantry
that depended upon the agricultural mode of production into the consumers
operating within the modern cash economy.
Prior to the conclusion of the Bowring Treaty, rice was a prohibited
goods for exportation as its product was reserved for domestic consumption.
Reuangsil (1984, 174, 177-179) emphasizes that King Rama IV (Mongkut)
envisaged that the policy of a closed market for rice trade only benefited the few
and could lead to a corruption of commercial activity—such as rice smuggling.
On the other hand, if we were to allow for free and opened-foreign trade in rice
exportation, the government could possibly gain more revenue from foreign
trade and thereby assist in improving the incomes and material standards of
farmers through an increase in the prices for rice exports. In addition to
revoking the monopolized trading concession of the East India Company in
Asia by the British government in 1834, the English merchants from companies
began to initiate their own free trading activities. Domestically, the Bowring
Treaty halted a centuries’ old practice of monopolistic trading overseen by the
Royal Monopoly or Phraklangsinkla [พระคลังสิ นค้า]. The government also
dismissed the excessive port tax on foreign ships. Previously, the government
collected the port tax when the commercial vessels had arrived at and departed
from Siam. After the treaty came into effect, they reduced to collect of only
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three percent of the entry port tax or the deck tax2 by establishing the Custom
House, stimulating the Kingdom’s exportation of essential products such as rice,
salt, and fish.
Lastly, what also needs to be considered is that the Bowring Treaty
apparently laid a foundation for modernizing economy of Siam.
Suthiwartnarueput (2021, 115-17) argues that the Bowring treaty suggested a
trace of King Mongkut’s liberal policy and a considerable expansion of foreign
trade in the region, concretely supported by the evidence of significant growth
in trade transaction during the period of the treaty’s enactment as well as for
subsequent decades. Under the treaty, Siam could no longer remain isolated
from an expanding global mechanism. With the new treaty, Siam became an
integral part of the international division of labour and this took place in the
early stages of colonial rule. What the treaty did was to emphasize free trade
through encouraging and also promoting contacts with foreign countries
through the importing and exporting of commercial goods. However, it need to
be considered that the Bowring Treaty is widely recognized as a take-it-forgranted agreement, or an unequal treaty that engendered disadvantages and
unpleasant consequences for Siam. It also cannot be denied that the Bowring
Treaty acted as a historical catalyst for an immediate adjustment of the
Kingdom to external changes in political and economic environments at the
international level, and, in particular, to Siam’s responses to the “perceived”
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threats of colonialism. As a way of maintaining Siam’s independence among the
already colonized neighbouring countries, the Royal Court and established elites
assented to the conditions of the Bowring Treaty, avoiding an experience of
potential invasion by the major Western major countries with agendas for the
Far East still driven by the legacies of the “Age of Discovery” and the detritus
associated with the Age of Mercantilism.

Conclusion
This inquiry has sought to establish that during the mid-19th century Sir John
Bowring emerged as a proponent who formulated distinct trade policies that
served to promote the economic development of Siam (Thailand). It has been
argued that with the arrival of Sir John Bowring on the Siam scene reflects an
explicit influence of Western colonization on Southeast Asia, particularly at the
time of declination of the mercantilist policy regime towards the rise of the
ideas derived from the Classical School of Economics that promoted free trade
and the industrialization of the British Empire. According to the nationalist
policies during the period of nation-state building in Thailand, it is typically
found that Bowring has been portrayed with an image of a colonizer or a foreign
outsider who attempted to enforce the treaty’s agreement on free trade, thereby
pressuring Siam into a subordinate position stuck with disadvantages that
contributed to the extraterritorial jurisdiction. However, we cannot exclusively

15

neglect Bowring’s influence on the economic development of Siam in the mid19th century. The Bowing Treaty could be marked as a precondition for a new
epic of Siam, through opening the economy and thus providing a foundation for
what we could find these days in contemporary Thailand.

Footnotes
1. Gunboat diplomacy or policy refers to the utilization of sheer force of naval
power in pursuit of foreign politics. Typically, the display of direct threats in the
form of battleships and naval warfare will be employed to intimidate the inferior
targets into granting the preferable concession, which mostly are the oversea
countries. In the past, gunboat diplomacy was a very manifestation of
colonization and imperialism. It was commonly used as a political instrument
for military expansion, colonial conquest, and even forcing new trade partners.
2. The entry port tax during the period of early Rattanakosin era was calculated
by the measure based upon the widest part of the vessel’s deck.
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